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Peter Stadlen 
POSSIBILITIES OF AN AESTHETIC EVALUATION OF BEETHOVEN'S SKETCHES 
lt is a virtue of Beethoven's sketches to demonstrate the impossibility of arriving at 
criteria for aesthetic value judgements even under the ideal conditions they offer for 
comparing like with like, as distinct from comparing different works or different 
composers. This statement remains unaffected by a class of alterations that might 
be termed grammatical in so far as they are prompted by demonstrable points of 
contrapuntal or harmonic propriety. Grammatical corrections are the result of mere 
right-wrong judgements as distinct from the strictly aesthetic good-bad judgements 
that are responsible even for the seemingly accessible group of quantitative adjustments . 
While these can be described in generic terms such as 'tightening up' or 'expansion', 
without any need to enumerate every deleted or added note, attempts to draw general 
aesthetic conclusions are inevitably doomed since it is always possible to adduce 
extant or hypothetical counter examples. As for the central aesthetic categories of 
beauty, depth and calibre - both in the thematic and in the structural sphere - the very 
attempt to isolate the element that is responsible for the gain or improvement can 
never amount to more than a tautological description of the change in a given case. 
But unity - whether it be regarded as an aesthetic category in its own right or as a 
prerequisite of perfection - is an aspect of a work's quality where sketches may offer 
some, albeit circumstantial because biographical, evidence in so far as a composer's 
intention may have a bearing on the question whether unity is present and if so, whether 
certain features are justly credited with contributing towards it. 
In 1911 Paul Bekker pronounced the organic unity of the Quartets op. 132 and op. 130 1 
on the grounds of Nottebohm's observation 2 that the main themes of the first movement 
of the one, and of the last movement of the other (later detached as the „ Grosse Fuge" , 
op. 133), which in the score so strikingly resemble one another, make what Nottebohm 
thought was their first appearance in close proximity on three consecutive staves in a 
sketchbook 3 he assigned to 1824, correctly as can be shown. lt contains sketches for 
the 2nd, 3rd and 4th movements of op. 127 and early ones for op. 132, chiefly for the 
first movement 4. 
Nottebohm failed to mention that the A minor and the two B flat sketches on fol. 26v 
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Illustration 1 
fol. 26v, Berlin Aut. 11, Heft 2 (1824) 
(illustration 1, see above) were written with different pens (the top three lines of that 
page are in pencil) and thus not on the same occasion; this invalidates his statement 
that the two B flat sketches were written 'before' and 'after' the A minor sketch. Above 
all, he failed to spot that the „ Thema• on fol. 27r (illustration 2, s. p. 113) did not 
follow 'appear soon again') but has preceded the upper B flat sketch on fol. 26v. Since 
here notes 5 to 12 are cancelled this sketch must have been copied from 27r and plainly 
represents an intermediate stage of the transformation of the • Thema" into the final 
version, i. e. the lower B flat sketch. 
The pencilled „ Thema" on fol. 27r, on the other hand, is followed by further entries 
and is thus tied to the page. lt is in E flat, the key maintained throughout the subsequent 
sketches for 'op. 127 so that this work and op . 132 would appear to have been initially 
intended to carry the much discussed thematic similarity (The final form of the four 
note A minor motif appears on fol. 29r) 5. 
On being copied for the purpose of improvement from fol. 27r onto the opposite, nearly 
empty fol. 26v, the „ Thema" was transposed into B flat . The question is: when? Before 
the remaining pages of the book were filled or at a later date? Work on op. 130 is not 
likely to have started much before May 1825, as Joseph Kerman rightly argues 6. 
But it is of course possible that late in 1824 Beethoven had already decided that the 
third Quartet which he knew Galitzin expected, was tobe in B flat. Kerman, relying 
solely on Nottebohm and without differentiating between fols. 26v and 27r, leaves it 
open whether or no 'the subject' of the B flat Fugue was entered at the time; but he 
does point out that the theme was at any rate not developed until later. His arguments 
against a claim advanced by Romain Holland and others that the • Grosse Fuge• was 
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Illustration 2 
fol. 27r, Berlin Aut.11, Heft 2 (1824) 
central to the conception of op. 130, apply even more to a theory that Beethoven had 
planned a twin work. So unorthodox a project would hardly have been forgotten by he 
time he started working in earnest on op. 130 . Yet as Kerman justly points out there 
are respectively 6, 1 and 2 alternative ideas for a concluding movement in the de 
Roda 7 and in the concurrently used Moscow 8 and Egerton 9 sketchbooks before in de 
Roda the „ Grosse Fuge" theme appears 10 . 
However, in the first extant sketchbook (other than Berlin Aut. 11) to contain work on 
the „ Grosse Fuge" there is a clue to prove that the B flat entries on fol. 26v of Aut . 11 
must have been made not in 1824 but in conjunction with this much later book 11 . The 
B flat themes on fol. 26v of Berlin Aut. lt (of 1824) are written in the bass clef which 
would be inexplicable given the register and treble clef of the E flat „ Thema" on fol. 
27r from which they are derived, were it not that on fol. 9r of Berlin Aut. 9, Heft 6 (=l) 
the very first sketch in this first series of sketches for the „ Grosse Fuge" theme is 
in the bass cl!'lf and also, for that matter, in running quavers (Illustration 3, s. p. 114) 
There can be no doubt that fol. 9r of Berlin Aut. 9, Heft 6 (=l) marks the point in time 
when Beethoven leafed through an earlier sketchbook - as we know he often did - and 
stopped at the • Thema" to see whether it might not yield a further theme, additional 
·to the A minor four note. motif. 
Nottebohm was unaware of a quaint relationship (destructive of the simultaneity he 
claimed for the A minor and B flat sketches on fol. 26v of Berlin Aut. 11) whereby 
either party's bass clef and running ,quavers serve to determine the other party's 
position in time . He does not appear to have known either de Roda or yet another sketch-
book containing work on the „ Grosse Fuge" , Berlin Aut. 24, two potential rivals of 
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fo l. 9r, Berlin Aut. 9, Heft 6 (=l) 
Berlin Aut. 9, Heft 6 (=l) as the habitat of the „ Ur-Fuge" 12 . In fact, neither of them 
qualifies . In de Roda the theme does not appear in running quavers until the third 
sketch and not in the hass clef until the tenth 13 . On fol. lr of Berlin Aut . 24 the first 
sketch is again in treble clef and shows the theme in minims . To judge by the fluent, 
neat script this combination is more firmly established here than on fol. 10v of Berlin 
Aut. 9, Heft 6 (=l) where it is thus achieved for the first time 14. 
The question whether the A minor sketch on fol. 26v was written before or after the 
„ Thema" on 27r will have to be considered in the course of surveying the total of 
extant sketches for that work l5 . lt does not affect the finding that the A minor sketches 
on fols. 28v and 29r were written along with the rest of Berlin Aut. 11 in 1824 while the 
B flat sketches on fols. 26v and 30r were written at the time of Berlin Aut. 9, Heft 6 
(=l) . 
Where, finally, does Berlin Aut . 9, Heft 6 (=l) fit into the chronology of work on the 
alleged twins op . 132 and op . 130? A small pocketbook, like the Moscow and the 
Egerton, its immediate predecessors, it contains sketches of the 3rd, 5th and 6th 
(,. Grosse Fuge" ) movements and it is not, as Kerman says 16, later than the large de 
Roda but can be shown to be eo-extensive with its later pages where work has moved on 
from the 3rd, 4th and 5th movement of op . 132 (the „ Heiliger Dankgesang" sketches 
from p. 5 onwards prove this book to have been started not before mid-May when 
Beethoven recovered from bis illness) and the first two of op . 130 to movements 3 to 5 
and the „ Grosse Fuge" . From a comparison with Egerton it emerges that the first 
movement of op . 132 was certainly finished and the last movement bad reached scoring 
stage 17 before it occurred to Beethoven, at least some six months after he bad 
sketched the A minor motif 18 and while he was trying to settle on a finale for op. 130, 
to derive the • Grosse Fuge" theme from the E flat „ Thema" . 
The widely-held belief that the thematic kinship between the first movement of op. ·132 
and the Fugue of op. 130 - a cause c~l~bre - signifies Beethoven's intention to create a 
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twin-work (or even a triptych, including op. 131 - Bekker's further claim 19, extended 
by Deryck Cooke 20 to include all five quartets cannot be di scussed here) has stimulated 
speculation as to the extent to which Beethoven practised - as he undoubtedly did some-
times - undeclared variation, thematic transformation and cross reference between the 
movements of a work or within a single movement. This has led to some valuable 
observations but also to absurd claims in specific instances and to general theories 
that elevate thematic similarity, both real and imaginary, to the status of an extra 
cohesive and to a condition of unity and thus of quality. 
Analysts will have to take into account the proof adduced in this paper that the dual use 
of a motif in op. 132 and op. 130 was not the result of any structural plan while, on the 
other hand, Beethoven was undoubtedly aware of creating a similarity, unlike in the 
case of, say, the first movement of the C sharp minor Sonata and the second movement 
of the seventh Symphony. He is seen indulging an artisan's delight in motivic prolifera-
tion without fear of being misunderstood even where, owing to the identity ot genre, 
this was more likely to happen than with the dual use of a rhythmic pattern in the first 
movements of the fifth Symphony and the fourth Piano Concerto, works which appear 
side by side in sketches dating from the year 1805 21. 
Such casual, not to say frivolous, deployment of thematic similarity 22 does not, of 
course, imply that the practice has never been engaged in for poetical ends, for example 
in the first and third movements of the C sharp minor Sonata or, indeed, in those of 
the 5th Symphony. Whether or no similarity exists in a given case is a statistical 
question to be answered by common sense, while it amounts to an act of aesthetic 
evaluation to decide whether such similarity as is found to exist merely means that at 
a given period the composer's mind was apt to work along certain lines (with or without 
his being aware of it) or whether he was pursuing a poetic aim. In the latter case he 
does of course make a Special kind of contribution towards cohesion within the work; 
but genuine similarity between the themes, whether or no a discernible poetic point 
is being made, occurs far too infrequently 23 to quality as the universal connective 
which, it is claimed 24, Beethoven and other composers have used in addition to 
acknowledged techniques of thematic development and variation. 
Yet arguments persist that it is precisely the sub-liminal impact made by not readily 
discernible similarities that accounts for a cohesion that is both created and perceived 
sub-consciously and forms a common background to patently dissimilar themes. Such 
theories being notoriously difficult to refute, it is convenient to be able to point to the 
evidence, increasingly yielded by sketchbooks, of cases where a theme had been 
intended for one work only to be used, often much later, in another. This would impose 
on the analyst an obligation to discriminate against, say, the Quartet op. 132 on the 
grounds that its Finale originally belonged to the 9th Symphony, and to declare it tobe 
less coherent than works where no such transplant has as yet been discovered. 
Moreover, since the combination of themes within a Beethoven movement or work is 
liable tobe the result merely of selecting one extant theme to match another, the 
relationships between them are not as exclusive as is commonly assumed - a feeling 
which these theories have been designed to rationalise - and to that extent they contribute 
less towards the work's unity. 
Beethoven' s comparative indifference to the thematic aspect is complemented by the 
observation that often the crucial feature both of a theme and of a structure has come 
into being through thought processes accidentally set off in the composer's mind in 
response to a novel compositional situation having arisen. lt is suggested that the 
continued exploration of sketchbooks will serve to disabuse us of such traditional notions 
as that of a Beethoven work owing its unity to the seminal role played by the principal 
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themes from which the composition is supposed to have grown like a plant from its 
seeds. 
But once it is realised to what extent a work is the result of reactions, decisions and 
ideas occurring in the course of composition this will oust the romantic belief that 
it owes its existence to a pre-<:ompositional concept. 
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